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Acknowledgement of Country  
 
As is the protocol in Australia, a formal acknowledgement of Indigenous1 ‘Country’ should 
precede my presentation. I thus duly acknowledge the traditional custodians of the land 
known as Australia and pay respect to the elders both past, present and future for they hold 
the memories, the traditions, the cultures and hopes of Indigenous Australia. We must always 
remember that under the concrete and asphalt, Australian land is, was and always will be 
traditional Indigenous land.  
 
My Relatedness  
 
My contribution to this panel on Indigenous languages acknowledges at the outset that I am a 
white Australian, trained as a primary school teacher and now lecturing in language and 
literacy in the teacher education program at the Queensland University of Technology in 
Brisbane, Australia. Because identities are multifaceted, I also come to this topic through 
relations that, according to Indigenous academic Karen Martin (2008, p. 69), are ‘physical, 
spiritual, political, geographical, intellectual, emotional, social, historical, sensory, instinctive 
and intuitive’. In an attempt to come to know more about the entities of my relatedness to this 
topic, I consider the following questions: ‘From where do I come?’, ‘What’s my relationship 
to Indigenous peoples?’ and ‘What’s my interest in participating in a panel discussing 
Indigenous languages?’.   
 
I was born in the 1960s on Wiradjuri land in rural New South Wales to monolingual English- 
speaking working class parents of Norwegian and Irish heritage. As a child, I was raised as a 
monolingual English speaker on the red clay of Yuggera land, what Europeans call the 
Redland Shire (South-East Queensland), along the edges of Quandamoopah (Moreton Bay).  
It is here that I watched the dolphins in their habitat, and the Stradbroke Island ferry travel 
between Minjerribah (Stradbroke Island) and the mainland. Like many shire students, I 
regularly travelled to Minjerribah to compete in interschool sports, undertake geography 
excursions and learn about contemporary Indigenous culture, in particular, the Elder, poet, 
writer, artist and educator Oodgeroo Noonucal. This is not to suggest that in any way I came 
to ‘see’ or ‘be’ Indigenous. To the contrary, our geography assignments on the sand-island 
formation of Minjerribah, Bummeria (perched Brown Lake) and Myora (Freshwater Springs) 
were founded on the Western knowledge system of land forms. These ways of understanding 
the world as a physical entity stood in stark contrast to those expounded by Karen Martin’s 
                                                            
1  The term ‘Indigenous’ refers to people who identify as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islanders. It is a 
respectful term and not designed to homogenise the disparate cultural groups.  
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clear and strong Indigenous understandings of the relatedness between Entities, Country, 
People and Land (2008, p. 70). Our learning about contemporary Indigenous culture never 
included learning from or deep questions about other ways of knowing. My experiences were 
not atypical for a white Australian student growing up in Australia.  
 
After completing secondary schooling, I undertook tertiary studies and became a primary 
school teacher in the mid 1980s. During the next two decades, my interactions with 
Indigenous people were limited to teaching those who attended city-based schools and/or 
preservice teacher education courses. It was during this time I came to respect their linguistic 
abilities and commitment to family and culture. For a period of time in 2008 I was a teacher-
researcher in a Maganiu Mala Kes Buai  (Torres Strait) community. Through communication 
with the Island community and its council, and thanks to the recommendation of a family 
friend who was a Brisbane-based Torres Strait Islander, I was able to spend five weeks in 
situ.  Since 2009 I have been involved with an alliance of Indigenous educators in one large 
low socio-economic multi-lingual multi-cultural primary school located in Logan City, south-
west of Brisbane (the capital city in Queensland). This is part of my work on an Australian 
Research Council (ARC) Linkage project (LP 0990289). I contribute as a regular volunteer to 
a ‘Dream Circle’2, an after school weekly homework and cultural studies class located within 
a school. I also coordinate a group of preservice teacher volunteers to help out at the ‘Dream 
Circle’. As explained in an article written by colleagues John Davis and Karen Dooley and 
me (Davis, Dooley & Exley, 2011), the ‘Dream Circle’ uses a kinnected methodology 
drawing on the rich vein of localised Murri and Torres Strait Islander cultural knowledges 
and supports to provide a supportive circle designed by and operated through Indigenous 
educator footprints as a safe space for the school’s Deadly Jarjums (Indigenous students).  
 
My interest in producing this paper on Indigenous languages was borne out of conversations 
with and learnings from community members in the Torres Straits and those connected to the 
‘Dream Circle’. Nakata (2003, p. 12) laments the situation whereby ‘teachers are 
transitionary and take their hard-earned knowledge with them when they leave’. I am thus 
responding to the call to add to the conversation in a productive albeit culturally loaded way. 
To re-iterate, I am neither Indigenous nor am I experienced in teaching and learning in these 
contexts. As problematic as these two points are, I am in many ways typical of the raft of 
inexperienced white Australian teachers assigned to positions in school contexts where 
Indigenous students are enrolled or in mainstream contexts with substantial populations of 
Indigenous students. By penning this article, it is neither my intention to contribute to the 
silencing of Indigenous educators or Indigenous communities. My intention is to articulate 
my teacherly reflections as they apply to the topic under discussion.  
 
The remainder of this paper is presented in three sections. The next section provides a brief 
overview of the number of Indigenous people and Indigenous languages in Australia and the 
role of English as a language of communication. The section which follows draws on 
theorisations from second/additional language acquisition to overview three different schools 
of thought about the consequences of English in the lives of Indigenous Australians. The 
paper concludes by considering the tensions for inexperienced white Australian teachers 
caught up in the fray.  
 
Indigenous People & Languages in Australia 
 
                                                            
2 In line with ethical considerations, ‘Dream Circle’ is used as a pseudonym.  
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The largest island in the Southern hemisphere, known by its European name of Australia, has 
a long history, dating back some 70 000 years if not more. As is the situation with many 
colonised lands, its identity as a self-sufficient multi-cultural population of over 200 
effectively governed nations comprising between 350 and 750 languages is largely ignored. 
Instead, its modern history is consumed by observations from and measurements against its 
white European (often male and middle class) colonisers.  
 
In the present, there are just under 500 000 Indigenous people in Australia of which 
approximately 28 % live in the north eastern state of Queensland (Department of Education 
and Training, circa 2010).  Indigenous children account for approximately 8.4 % of state 
(government) school students in Queensland (Department of Education and Training, circa 
2010).  Yet according to the 2006 National census data (Australian Bureau of Census, 2006), 
only 55 695 Indigenous people indicated that they spoke an Indigenous language at home; in 
simple mathematics terms, that’s just over 10% of the Indigenous population. Of this, 15 
languages have more than 1000 speakers, with only Torres Strait Creole (6 042 speakers) and 
Kriol speakers from Northern Australia (4 213) amassing more than 3 000 speakers. The 
staggering figure is that 20 870 people speak a language with less than 1 000 speakers and 
many of these languages having only a handful of speakers. In general, the language situation 
in regional and remote Indigenous communities is highly variable and complex, and clearly 
multilingual. The very real danger is that many of these languages are on the verge of 
extinction. In communities where an Indigenous language is not spoken, Aboriginal English 
(AE) and/or Standard Australian English (SAE) are the mediums of community 
communication. The language of Western governance, including schooling, is almost always 
only SAE. The following section draws on theorisations from English as a second/additional 
language to consider the implications of SAE as a language of instruction for schooling 
practices. It presents the multiple tensions I feel as a teacher working in schools marked by 
diversity.   
 
Languages for Schooling: Three Competing Schools of Thought   
 
The notion of SAE as the language of schooling for Indigenous students has come under 
much scrutiny in Australia. The first school of thought drawn from the literature of English as 
a Second/Additional Language acquisition is that its adoption is a ‘principle means for 
usurping people’s rights to the domains of knowledge, for dismissing people’s rights to 
participate in the creation of knowledge, and for diminishing their rights in matters affecting 
their own subsistence and survival’(Good & Prakash, 2000, pp. 274-275). Put another way, 
adopting SAE as the only language serves to colonise and control the direction of knowledge 
and consequently human behaviour, thus marking it as a major force for neo-colonial 
Western imperialism. These changes have the potential to irreversibly erode or displace local 
cultural values, and at a more subversive level, raise concerns about the reproduction of 
traditional colonial hierarchies of power and control. The following statement from Sabre 
(1991, cited in Holliday, 1994a, pp. 99-100) is illustrative: ‘English language heads a 
subversive cultural imperialism, destroying traditional values and replacing them with alien 
ones’. Sabre raises two issues: the threat of English to the status, survival and symbolism of a 
nation’s Indigenous vernacular, and the way that ‘foreign values’ infiltrate, and in some cases 
marginalise what are standard and accepted forms of cultural identities. However, it is 
important to recognise that it is not just non-Anglophonic languages that are seen to be 
marginalised. Non-standard English, for example, Aboriginal English, suffers the same fate.  
The world wide promotion of a single ‘correct’ version of global English serves to construct a 
myriad of other(ed) languages as ‘abnormal’ or ‘deviant’. This means that the legitimised 
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language becomes ‘the theoretical norm against which all linguistic practices are objectively 
measured’ (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 45) and thus consolidates ‘the power of speakers of the 
dominant variant of the language’ (Phillipson, 2002, p. 8). 
 
A second position in the literature sits outside of the neo/colonising effects of using SAE as 
the language of schooling. For example, Rizvi’s (2000) earlier work would suggest that the 
adoption of SAE could help to address educational disadvantage brought about by 
geographical isolation and restricted access to important knowledge bases. Kachru (1986, p. 
1) is another proponent of this second position, maintaining that English is no longer 
considered a language exclusive to the West, but rather ‘a symbol of modernisation, a key to 
expanded functional roles . . . in culturally and linguistically complex and pluralistic 
societies’. He maintains that exposure to English ‘internationalises one’s outlook . . . and 
permits one to open, as it were, the linguistic gates’ (Kachru, 1986, p. 1). From this 
viewpoint, SAE is not so much the language of imperialism; rather it is the dominant 
language of new disciplines in these new times. Acquiring Western knowledges and skills 
and being Anglophonic is thus seen as a necessary and crucial building block. From this 
perspective, Western knowledge and SAE are multinational tools rather than imperialistic 
tools. Similarly, other writers propose that notions of English as linguistic imperialism are 
oversimplified. This position asserts that students are not passive, docile or mindlessly 
submissive, and that knowledge receivers are able to resist the physical and ideological 
messages transmitted by SAE. In particular, Castells (1997) points out that some 
‘developing’nations willingly take up English for the purpose of accessing new forms of 
knowledge, but resist cultural impositions through more internal self-integration and self-
legitimisation.  
 
This second viewpoint argues that acquiring Western knowledges and skills and learning 
English does not necessarily force learners to take up Western ways. Rather, language and/or 
knowledge-receiving groups could choose acculturation (adapting lifestyles and values of the 
knowledge and language producing group whilst maintaining their own cultural patterns for 
intragroup relations), or even preservation (where those learning knowledge and language 
reject the lifestyles and values of knowledge and language providers in the interests of 
maintaining their own cultural patterns), over assimilation (Ronowicz, 1999). Singh, et al. 
(2002, p. 11) give examples of the way that English is used by students to access new 
technologies in Malaysia without having to learn Western ways. Li (2002) refutes the notion 
that English speakers from Hong-Kong are victims of colonial hegemony; rather they are 
pragmatically minded people who do not uncritically accept ideologies imposed upon them. 
English is also used as a means to modernise and strengthen the Malay language in Brunei, a 
language with a limited scientific, economic and technological vocabulary. Similarly, English 
was used as a tool so that representatives from the Lao Women’s Union could participate in 
regional and international conferences, seminars, and workshops on women’s issues 
(Appleby, Copley, Sithirajvongsa & Pennycook, 2002, p. 324). 
 
Scholars taking up a third position in the research field argue that English is a tool of 
resistance to linguistic homogenisation. This happens when people of other(ed) languages 
seek support in the preservation of an endangered language via websites and international 
conferences. The global spread of English also provides groups of people with a common 
language with which to critique English imperialism. These processes thus contribute to an 
undermining of its status. Acquiring English establishes a new set of speakers who can then 
challenge the ‘hegemony and legitimacy of more senior speakers’ (Bernstein, 2000, p. 162). 
Another argument from this position is that the English language itself has been constantly 
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localised, hybridised and differentiated. This results in localised Englishes such as Aboriginal 
English, Hong Kong English, Slinglish (Singaporean English), Caribbean Creole English, or 
Janglish (Japanese English). In addition, Pidgins, such as Tok Pisin (talk pidgin, Papua New 
Guinea’s English) have distinct grammatical and semantic features making the language 
incomprehensible to SAE speakers. From this third viewpoint, it is English that has been 
appropriated by speakers of other(ed) languages and made into something else; the language 
of English ceases to exist only in its original form. Sharifian (2002) argues that these 
pidginised and creolised languages create a convivial atmosphere amongst their speakers 
which reinforces their shared linguistic identity at the expense of ‘standard’ English. A single 
global language called ‘English’ is extinct (Phillipson, 2002), and moreover, English as first 
language users have no right of exclusivity or ownership. The number of people who speak 
English as a second/foreign language out-number those for whom English is a first language. 
This means that English as first language speakers no longer have a monopoly on its 
distribution.  
 
Discussion: The Tensions for Teachers  
 
While each of these three positions are in a sense replete with contradictions, together they 
point to a history of tensions with which teachers working in Indigenous education may have 
to contend. The lines of thought also demonstrate the complexity for white Australian 
teachers such as myself. The answer is not so much aligning ourselves with one line of 
thought, but to consider the raft of ramifications in unison for these are the conversations and 
points of view from multiple sectors on the community. At the moment, there are no easy 
answers, however those of us keen to learn from and work with Indigenous peoples must 
continue to listen to and consider the multiple viewpoints so that productive debate can 
follow.   
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